The Story of British Diplomacy
The movements of European diplomacy, in which Walpole was to take his part, may be compared to the processes of weaving and unweaving the web of Penelope. Treaties made one day to be broken the next, alliances concluded only to be dissolved, a bewildering series of shifting combinations of Powers, These were the phenomena that came daily under his eyes. Alberoni had fallen not to rise again ; but his pupil Ripperda remained to promote any European movement unfavourable to England.
The prime object of the Austro-Spanish alliance, the establishment of a Spanish kingdom in Italy, formed a standing threat to the European equilibrium. The means employed to secure that end exemplified the circumlocutory and mystifying processes of eighteenth-century diplomacy. The policy of the Austro-Spanish understanding, expressed in the Treaty of Vienna (1725), joined Austria and Spain against Great Britain. The stereotyped routine was followed. Congresses that settled nothing were held at Cambrai, Soissons and Aix-la-Chapelle; but no effective counter-move to the Vienna treat)' was taken till Walpole organised the threefold compact uniting England, France and Prussia. Stanhope had been willing to purchase the friendship of Spain at the cost of Gibraltar. Alberoni had declined the: overture. Gibraltar became the object of periodical attacks and even of a siege by Spain ; Walpole's diplomacy at Vienna and Austria's failure to support Spain alone prevented a European war.
In 1729, Walpole combined England, France and Spain first and Holland afterwards in a defensive alliance, the Treaty of Seville. This arrangement
74